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The mother noticed that even in his cosy flat Nikolai
walked about gingerly, as though it was not his owjuu I fo
would thrust his face close to the various articles in tlie
room, push up his glasses with the thin fingers of his right
hand and peer inquiringly at whatever claimed his atten-
tion. Sometimes he would hold an object close to his face
and seem to feel it with his eyes. It was as though he, like
the mother, had entered the flat for the first time, and
that for him, as for her, everything was new and unfa-
miliar. This instantly put her at her ease. She followed
him about, taking note of where things stood and asking
about the order of his day. He answered in the guilty
tones of a man who knows he does not do things as they
should be done, but cannot help it.
She watered the flowers and arranged the music scat-
tered on the piano. Catching sight of the samovar, she
said:
"It needs polishing."
He ran his finger over the dull metal and held it to his
nose for inspection. The mother laughed.
When she went to bed that night and thought back
over the events of the day, she lifted her head and glanced
about incredulously. This was the first time she had ever
spent a night in somebody else's house, yet she did not
feel uneasy. She thought solicitously of Nikolai, and was
filled with the desire to make things pleasant for him, to
show him an affection that would bring warmth and com-
fort into his life. Her heart was touched by his awkward-
ness, his amusing incapability, his contrast to the normal
run of people, and the wise, yet childlike expression of his
clear eyes. Then her mind turned to her son, and once
more the events of the First of May passed before her,
now clothed in new sounds, winged with new meaning.
There was something special about the grief of that day,
as about the day itself. This grief did not bend the head
to the earth, like the stunning blow of a fist. It pierced the
heart with repeated thrusts, which gave rise to a slow
wrath, causing the bended back to straighten.

